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Abstract 
In mid-2013, Brazilians protested for better living conditions, but the police reaction was severe. A protest called “Ocupa Lapa” 
was an artistic way of public engagement to react to a police’s violent attitude. This act contributed to preserving the cultural 
heritage of Lapa and expanded its public spaces’ uses. The debate about the public spaces’ control, placed at “Ocupa Lapa” acts, 
relates to another act called “Arte Pública.” This paper aims to analyze the impacts of those acts on public spaces, defending 
them as a participatory and creative method of generating dynamical urban spaces and of preserving cultural heritage. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The year of 2013 was marked by in numerous protests in several cities in Brazil. The mobilization generated by 
the increase in bus fares became a greater public engagement due to its dissemination in social networks. It became a 
manifest for better public services and more equitable cities. Rio de Janeiro had one of the largest protests in the 
country. The police reaction was intensely violent, and often it had no justified reason1. 
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1 A published research revealed that 57 % of the interviewed protesters felt that the police had acted very violently. Consult: 
http://g1.globo.com/brasil/noticia/2013/06/veja-integra-da-pesquisa-do-ibope-sobre-os-manifestantes.html.Visualized on 03/08/2014. 
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On June 20th, protests across the country gathered 1.4 million people in 130 cities. In Rio de Janeiro, 300.000 
people were counted, according to UFRJ. On this day’s evening, at Lapa, a neighborhood near the downtown area, 
the police threw tear gas bombs toward people that were peacefully gathered and celebrating in the streets, scattering 
them. After this violent action, Lapa’s residents and artists organized a protest called “Ocupa Lapa.” Performed a 
month after the police reaction, the protest included artistic performances, workshops, musical concerts, and an open 
debate to discuss the recent protests and public order. 
Lapa is a symbolic place for Rio and Brazilian culture. This neighborhood is traditionally known as a place for 
artists, as well as a place where there are poor and marginalized people. This unique atmosphere and its historical 
buildings create a tangible and intangible cultural heritage. Therefore, “Ocupa Lapa” was not only a positive and 
creative reaction to an unwarranted police repression, it was a creative way of occupying public spaces, which 
revived memories of Lapa as a place for artists and as place of social and cultural diversity. This public spaces’ 
creative occupation is related to a street artists’ movement, called “Arte Pública”, which defended artists’ freedom to 
perform in the streets and discussed artistic ways of creating better public spaces. The development of these two 
artistic acts became an interesting object of study because it reveals that the artistic engagement can develop a 
participatory way of thinking about and occupying public spaces. It can also be, especially in the case of the "Ocupa 
Lapa", a form of cultural heritage preservation.  
In order to develop this research, it is necessary to discuss the concept of city through three different aspects: the 
city as a meeting place, as a place of memory and as a place of artistic and cultural acts. Then, the research on 
Lapa’s history, including urban, cultural and social aspects will be presented, as well as the recent urban 
transformation process. Subsequently, the “Arte Pública” and "Ocupa Lapa” movements will be described, 
approaching their relationship with Lapa, their recent events and acts and the artists’ impressions about their impacts 
on the city dynamics.We hope, therefore, to understand how these artistic and political engagements can be 
developed and encouraged, as a way of creating more democratic urban spaces, and, at the same time, a method of 
preserving cultural heritage. 
2. City, cultural heritage, and artistic acts 
In order to substantiate the observation of these artistic acts in Rio de Janeiro, we will develop the concept of the 
city from three aspects: the city as a meeting place, as a place of memory and as a place of artistic and cultural acts. 
This theoretical concept was developed extensively in the Urbanism Master dissertation, named “The Celebration 
Place in the New Order of Streets: Lapa Legal Project and its influence on Lapa’s cultural ambience”, presented at 
PROURB/UFRJ in 2013. It will be briefly described here, considering that this paper is a continuation of the 
previous research. 
The concept of the city as a meeting place refers to Henri Lefebvre`s notion of the city as a centrality, as a place 
of exchange and as a place of simultaneity. In the city, the differences meet up, and they are put together, enabling 
either the celebration or the conflict between them. He argues that the city is where people stumble on each other, 
where their lives intersect and where unexpected things happen. At the same time, he condemns the inhabitant’s 
passivity and their difficulty in thinking about the city and acting on it. In the same path, Kevin Lynch also defends 
people's participation in the urban ambiance`s conception, affirming that the adaptability of these sites may stimulate 
different uses and may also achieve different needs of its users. Thus, when the relationship between people and the 
place where they live is strengthened, the cultural heritage and memories preservation is stimulated. 
The concept of the city as a place of memory must be contextualized by Zigmunt Bauman’s thoughts, in which he 
considers that, at this moment, when there is a greater mobility, and people are increasingly connected to 
innumerous people and places, the locality`s influence on people is weakened. For this reason, local memories and 
cultural heritages are not as close to their social groups as they used to be. For this reason, there is a need to preserve 
the places where the memory crystallizes and refuge in it2. Since there is no continuous transmission of these 
 
 
2 Pierre Nora defined the concept of places of memories and this definition can be consulted at NORA, Pierre. Entre Memória e História: a 
problemática dos lugares. In: Projeto História: Revista de Estudos Pós-Graduados em História e do Departamento de História da PUC-SP. São 
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memories in the intense contemporary society, places of memories, establish the relationship between people and 
their shared past.  
Exploring the concept of the city as a place of artistic and cultural acts, we observed that artistic and cultural acts 
may gather different people in public spaces and it can be a way of establishing links between people, memories, and 
local cultural heritage. Although mobility and communication growth may reduce the traditional acts’ impact in 
local communities, people have the need of feeling that they belong to a cultural identity. To preserve these artistic 
acts as part of the local cultural identity, it has to be constantly updated in the current social dynamics, incorporating 
the innumerous social and cultural influences that may establish new links between cultural acts and people. 
Historically, artistic and cultural expressions were often used as forms of protesting and mobilizing people. From 
America`s colonized ethnic groups, who used church celebrations as a strategy to make revolts, to music festivals 
and artistic movements of the 1960s, in which young people protested against war, celebrations and artistic acts in 
public spaces were a way of protesting. For this reason, these kinds of acts are constantly repressed by the 
government in order to control people. 
The artistic engagement in “Ocupa Lapa” act will be analyzed considering the three aspects of the city covered 
here. Furthermore, we intend to analyze “Ocupa Lapa” as a local cultural heritage preservation strategy. For this 
reason, it is necessary to observe how Lapa was developed as a neighborhood, how its ambiance became part of the 
local cultural heritage and how it remains in continuous updating. 
3. Lapa 
3.1. Historical context 
Lapa is a neighborhood located in the downtown area, that had been developed in the early 19th century, when 
affluent homes were constructed surrounding the central area of Rio de Janeiro, in order to host the Carioca elite. 
However, the tram system deployment changed the way the city expanded, and that conducted the aristocratic class 
away from Lapa, turning those houses into poor pensions or abandoned places. Thus, Lapa, a place designed to 
house the ruling class of Rio de Janeiro, became a place of poor people. Gradually, bars and brothels spread 
throughout the neighborhood, gathering bohemians, prostitutes and “malandros.”3 
In the early 20th century, when Rio de Janeiro was the Federal District, the downtown area was consolidated as 
the most important political and cultural center of the country. Lapa, as an immediately surrounding area, has 
attracted politicians, artists, writers and musicians to Lapa’s bohemian and pleasure like atmosphere.Lapa gathered 
poverty, crime, the luxury of cabarets and casinos, as well as well-known residents and distinguished visitors.  
After the second half of the 20th century, population, public and private investments left Lapa. Political and 
economic factors, as well as urban transformations, contributed to this process, like the prohibition of gambling and 
the closure of casinos; the development of new neighborhoods such as Copacabana; the opening of new roads, 
demolishing Lapa’s blocks; and finally, the dictatorship, that restricted freedom of expression, dispelling the cultural 
energy of Lapa.  
                                                                                                                                                                                           
 
Paulo: PUC-SP, 1981; p.7. 
3 Malandro is a way of calling men who were involved in little illegal business, during the early 20th century. These men used to dress with a 
typical outfit. 
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Fig. 1. Lapa in Rio de Janeiro. On the top left, maps of Rio de Janeiro State, the City of Rio de Janeiro and the downtown area. Source: Boas 
(left); Google Earth (right) 
Only after democracy was reestablished, in the early 1980s, artists, and cultural groups were allowed to express 
themselves and to reoccupy Lapa. Cultural centers, theater, and ethnical groups occupied public spaces and 
abandoned buildings, developing different cultural activities. These actions brought people to visit Lapa and 
encouraged the occupation of other buildings, like cultural and nightlife places. 
3.2. Recent Urban and Social Transformation 
Over the past 20 years, Lapa became a much-frequented place both by locals and tourists, and it has been known 
as a place of leisure and cultural nightlife. As Lapa has developed as a major touristic place, Rio de Janeiro was 
confirmed as one of the venues of the 2014 World Cup and as the host of the 2016 Olympic Games. For this reason, 
an urban transformation project was designed for Lapa, and a more effective urban control started in 2009. 
The project was partially implemented, in which only a few squares and streets have been renovated. However, 
the public order rules had more impact on Lapa. Interviews showed that Lapa’s residents and artists did not know 
much about the urban project but believed that it had a focus on tourism more than on residents and workers. Only 
4% of the interviewees considered that the project had met their needs4. In addition, many artists complained that 
there were no public initiatives for a culture or the cultural occupation of public spaces. That is why it is important to 
understand the protest developed by street artists, called “Arte Pública”, that articulated artists politically and 
developed public space’s artistic occupation on several of Rio’s neighborhoods, including Lapa. 
 
 
4 Research conducted in 2013 for the Master in Urbanism Dissertation. Consult VILAS BOAS, Violeta Pires. O Espaço da Celebração na Nova 
Ordem das Ruas: o Projeto Lapa Legal e a ambiência cultural da Lapa. [Dissertação de Mestrado]. Rio de Janeiro: PROURB/UFRJ, 2013, 
p.167-9. 
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4. Artistic engagements 
4.1. Arte Pública: the mobilization of art and culture in public spaces 
As Rio de Janeiro was confirmed as one of the venues of the World Cup’s matches in 2014 and the host city for 
the Olympic Games in 2016, the city had large investments to prepare its infrastructure in order to host these events. 
That motivated the mayor to create the Special Secretariat of Public Order, in an intention of “cleaning” and 
“ordering” the city's public spaces, scolding activities that were not regulated, such as unauthorized street vendors 
and parking in prohibited places, among others. However, the ordering of public spaces adversely hit the street 
performers, who were treated as if their actions were illegal. They were prevented from appearing on the streets and 
had their instruments confiscated. The repression of street artists’ activities provoked a strong mobilization of the 
class for the right to present and express their art in public spaces. Weekly meetings started to happen at the 
headquarters of one of the pioneering groups in cultural reoccupation of Lapa, called “Tá Na Rua,” in order to 
politically articulate and defend their rights. 
Thus, the movement called “Arte Pública” was created, which generated a draft bylaw to allow street artists to 
perform in public spaces without the need for a City Hall authorization. The draft bylaw came to be vetoed by the 
mayor, but the artist’s articulation made him go back on the decision and approve the law. From this liaison with the 
government, the mayor began to support “Arte Pública” project, financing the organization of weekly events in six 
squares of the city for three months. Weekly meetings, called “Arte Pública” Forum, defined four street theater 
groups as “curators” and organizers of the weekly presentations. 
Despite being called “curators,” these groups did not select artists to perform in the squares. They organized a 
registration platform for all artists and all people who wanted to perform in public spaces, in order to organize an 
activity schedule and remunerate them. When curators register these artists, they encourage them to participate in the 
Forum, engaging them in the project to collectively develop it. For this reason, the “Arte Pública” project is called a 
politics under construction, i.e., it is a way to develop and deploy art in the streets, as part of the participatory 
construction of the city. 
Currently, over 300 artists have been registered, revealing different forms of expression and promoting new 
contacts and exchange of experiences. At the end of this project, the intention is to submit a dossier, containing all 
events’ descriptions and all the artists’ registrations to the Municipality.  
Although the project, funded by the mayor, has a duration period, “Arte Pública” movement will not be 
interrupted. The artists’ intention is to keep developing new joint projects and new politics for creative city 
development. In a meeting, one of the curators commented on the events conducted so far and how it influenced the 
inhabitants’ dynamics, making them incorporate it to their calendars. In addition, the power of art was emphasized 
for sensitizing people and breaking away from their daily routines. These impressions show the relevance of artistic 
expressions in creating new public space’s using and connecting people to the places where they live. In this sense, 
“Ocupa Lapa” connects to “Arte Pública” project and extends the transformative power of artistic engagement as it 
relates to the memories and intangible cultural heritage of Lapa. 
 
Fig. 2. “Arte Pública” scenes at Saens Peña square, 2014. Source: Ludmilla Silva. Será O Benidito?! Archive. 
185 Violeta Vilas Boas /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  184 ( 2015 )  180 – 186 
4.2. Ocupa Lapa: artistic engagement and the cultural ambiance preservation 
“Ocupa Lapa” was a protest organized by artists, producers and filmmakers, among other professionals that work 
and/or live in Lapa. The idea started with some people who had met one another through other artistic movements. 
Outraged by the violent police action in Lapa, they felt it was necessary to react and protest. They scheduled a 
meeting with more acquaintances, but soon after, they created a Facebook profile, and the communication became 
wider and more dynamic. 
The first “Ocupa Lapa” had a wide participation of local artists, theater groups, and cultural institutions. From 
pioneering groups in the cultural reoccupation of Lapa to young artists and students, all of them performed in the 
square in front of the arches – a symbolic monument of Lapa. The march was a form of protest but had a playful and 
festive character. An important moment was the open debate, called “FaceRua” (FaceStreet in English), in which 
people discussed the protests occurred at mid-year 2013, the police reactions and the posture of the government and 
the media in this process. The environment created by artists who performed, organized workshops and expressed 
their indignation at the police’s violent attitude was impressive for being peaceful, festive, and, at the same time, 
politically active manner. The organizers reported that there was a fear that this kind of protest would provoke 
another violent police reaction, but the act occurred peacefully, from 10am until 10pm, bringing around 2.000 people 
together. Families with children, young, elderly, homeless people, residents of the neighborhood and from other 
parts of the city celebrated and created the cultural ambiance that historically characterizes Lapa. This ambiance of 
cultural and social diversity’s celebration composes, alongside historical buildings and monuments, the cultural 
heritage of Lapa.  
The positive result of the first “Ocupa Lapa” and the possibility of freely appropriation of public spaces by 
artists, without any mediation by the government or private companies, encouraged the mobilization for other acts. 
The methodology remains the same, i.e., holding weekly meetings for articulation and organization, and 
disseminating information on social networks. In “Ocupa Lapa” Facebook profile, the group is described as an 
artistic, political collective from Rio de Janeiro that uses art as a direct action on public spaces. They explain that the 
collective is horizontally structured, self-fundable, not affiliated to any political party and democratic, emphasizing 
that all decisions are taken in a participatory process. 
 
Fig. 3. Scenes from “Ocupa Lapa” acts, 2013. Source: Boas, Alves, & Galiña. 
The collective believes that, through different artistic expressions, it is possible to propose reflections on forms of 
occupying public spaces, as well as on civil rights, culture, and the State’s role. The “FaceRua” debate was 
performed in all four “Ocupa Lapa” acts. A participant reported that it symbolized the collective’s passion due to its 
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impact on people. For this reason, the organizers intend to expand “FaceRua”, doing it two times a month in other 
parts of the city, in a way to establish relationships with other artistic and social movements. 
We asked if the State sent any representative to “FaceRua”, in order to discuss politics and actions in conjunction 
with the people, but the participants responded that no one showed. Still, they consider that the most important 
aspect of “FaceRua” is that it symbolizes the Agora, the space where all citizens have a voice and may debate the 
Polis, the city. An “Ocupa Lapa” manifest says that Lapa has beats, pulse and flow that irrigate the body and soul of 
the city. The art and the memories of Lapa, as part of this body, need to circulate freely, to create new arteries. 
For this reason, the collective hopes to contribute to Lapa’s cultural heritage preservation in a way that will 
maintain Lapa alive, not letting it become a museum piece or a theme park of the past5. 
5. Conclusion 
The research on these two artistic and political acts in public areas of Rio de Janeiro, especially in Lapa, was 
fundamental to understand how committed to the city and art all participants are. The union caused by these acts 
generated a great energy to develop and discuss the use of public spaces and the role of the artist in the city and 
society.  
The director of an old street theater group believes that the protests – that happened all around the world in 2013 
– reveal a society’s transformation period. In this sense, street art is part of this process, creating more participatory 
and democratic cities. In his opinion, street art is a very old and, at the same time, a very young type of art, precisely 
because it is continually updated and transformed into different cultures and cities. For this reason, this art is closely 
related to its past as the artist transforms it at present, projecting new possibilities of expression in the future. 
Thus, it should also be Lapa’s cultural heritage preservation. Its cultural ambience, formed by the built heritage 
and the cultural and social celebration mood in public spaces is not the same as in the early 20th century, when 
musicians, artists, and politicians lived and celebrated with malandros and prostitutes from old cabarets. The artists 
who currently live and have their headquarters in Lapa, as they develop their activities, artistically occupying public 
spaces, and as they socialize and dialogue with different people who live there, they are preserving the intangible 
cultural heritage of this place. “Ocupa Lapa” participants say that they want to contribute to Lapa’s cultural heritage 
preservation, but they do not want to be solely responsible for it. They want to stimulate the appropriation of Lapa 
by its citizens, maintaining it alive. 
These artists are making sure that the “soul” of Lapa remains young, though its body is old, with marks and 
wrinkles. This body and this soul together can reveal the beauty and the importance of its past and the past of those 
who made Lapa what Lapa is and will hopefully always be. 
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